





















































































difficult	 to	get	citizens	 to	engage	due	to	 time	constraints,	 lack	of	accessibility,	and	pessimism	
about	their	ability	to	make	a	difference.	Therefore,	the	push	to	make	data	more	accessible	has	







This	master’s	 project	will	 focus	 on	 best	 practices	 for	 using	 digital	 tools	 developed	 for	
community	engagement.	The	end	result	will	be	a	user	guide	aimed	at	making	planners	aware	of	




Many	of	 the	new	online	 tools	 address	 the	 issues	 found	 in	 traditional	 engagement	processes.	
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Although	offering	more	options	 for	planners,	 these	 tools	have	strengths	and	weaknesses	and	
engage	 citizens	 in	 different	 ways,	 so	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 guiding	 planners	 through	 digital	
engagement	processes	it	is	easy	for	them	to	become	overwhelmed	with	the	many	choices	they	
have.	Some	projects	need	engagement	processes	that	will	collect	survey	data,	allocate	budgets,	
or	 rank	 the	 priority	 of	 projects,	 and	 similarly	 different	 engagement	 tools	 collect	 this	 type	 of	
information	 through	different	platforms.	Therefore,	understanding	 the	 types	of	data	 the	 tool	
collects,	 the	ways	 it	 collects	 that	data,	 and	how	 that	data	best	 informs	 the	project,	will	 help	
planners	to	better	engage	with	the	public	and	to	have	better	outcomes	in	their	planning.			
Traditionally,	 planners	 have	 used	 public	 meetings,	 charrettes,	 and	 other	 in-person	
meetings	to	run	engagement	processes,	but	these	have	varying	successes	and	can	fail	to	bring	a	
wide,	 representative	 group	 from	 the	 community	 to	 the	 table.	 Technology	 fills	 this	 gap,	with	
engagement	tools	reaching	a	bigger	audience	and	collecting	data	in	thoughtful	ways.	Naturally,	
there	are	barriers	to	using	these	technologies,	as	not	every	community	member	will	have	access	
to,	 or	 knowledge	 of,	 the	 tools.	 However,	 this	 gap	 is	 closing	 as	 technology	 becomes	 more	
widespread	and	accessible.	In	2017	the	Pew	Research	Center	reported	that	88%	of	U.S.	adults	
use	the	internet,	77%	own	a	smartphone,	and	73%	have	broadband	at	home1.	These	numbers	
have	 steadily	 increased	 since	 2000,	 indicating	 that	 technology	 is	 becoming	 more	 and	 more	
accessible	for	the	American	public.		
Popular	 belief	 can	 lead	 to	 assumptions	 that	 spending	 more	 time	 online	 limits	 social	
interactions	and	therefore	limits	social	capital	and	civic	engagement.	However,	research	done	by	



















people	 expect	 engagement	 on	 these	 platforms.	 Social	media	 can	 be	 effective	 for	 conducting	
research	and	gathering	input	from	a	variety	of	different	demographic	groups,	as	72%	of	all	online	
users	use	social	networking4.		

























engagement	 in	addition	 to	online	 tools8.	However,	 in	order	 to	successfully	use	 the	 tools,	 it	 is	
                                            














providing	 access	 to	 information	 and	 providing	 an	 opportunity	 for	 community	 actors	 to	 give	
feedback	in	order	to	make	well-informed	decisions.	Traditional	engagement	strategies	are	used	
to	involve	citizens	in	development	projects,	yet	they	are	on	how	much	information	is	shared	and	







These	negatives	effects	 show	that	not	only	 is	 it	 important	 to	have	a	community	engagement	
process,	 it	 needs	 to	 be	 effective.	 Unsuccessfuly	 engagement	 fails	 to	 incorporate	 community	
feedback,	facilitate	productive	conversations	between	developers	and	local	officials,	or	result	in	
developments	that	are	profitable	for	the	developer	and	create	an	asset	to	the	community.		





projects;	 the	most	 common	being	 public	meetings.	 These	 events	 allow	 for	 local	 officials	 and	
developers	to	present	projects	to	a	large	group	of	interested	community	members	and	provide	
opportunities	 for	 public	 comment.	 However,	 these	 public	meetings	 can	 present	 a	 variety	 of	
issues.		To	keep	meetings	within	time	limits,	information	has	to	be	concise	and	details	may	be	
left	out.	If	there	is	a	large	presence,	there	might	be	a	time	limit	imposed	on	public	comments	or	












public	meetings,	 citizens	may	 not	 be	 inclined	 to	 respond	 to	 a	 survey	 due	 to	 lack	 of	 time	 or	
motivation.		
Websites	 allow	 for	 developers	 or	 officials	 to	 create	 an	 online	 presence	 to	 provide	
information	 about	 the	 process,	 including	 project	 descriptions,	 meeting	 times,	 results	 of	
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and	 to	 reach	a	 tangible	 result,	 they	 also	 are	not	without	 issues.	 Charrettes	 can	be	 incredibly	
expensive	and	could	easily	cost	developers	or	public	officials	more	than	$100,000	 in	order	 to	
cover	 the	 cost	 of	 materials,	 design	 tools,	 refreshments,	 site-visit	 logistics,	 event	 space,	 and	
facilitators	to	run	the	processes.	Oftentimes,	charrettes	can	occur	over	a	series	of	2-5	days.	Given	







developers	 and	 officials	 spend	 time	 and	 money	 to	 plan	 these	 events,	 they	 hope	 that	 the	
community	will	be	responsive	and	participate	in	the	processes	designed	for	them.	However,	it	is	
often	typical	that	the	members	of	the	public	that	attend	are	those	who	have	very	strong	opinions	
about	 the	 project.	 Those	 groups	 are	 typically	 composed	 of	working	 families.	 Developers	 and	
officials	know	that	working	families	are	often	not	willing	or	able	to	come	to	these	events.	Special	
efforts	are	often	made	to	encourage	them	to	attend	meetings	by	providing	food	and	childcare	



























engagement	 processes.	 Especially	 by	 combining	 online	 engagement	 tools	 with	 in-person	
engagement	opportunities	to	successfully	reach	a	broader	audience.	
Technology	and	Community	Engagement	











more	 efficiently.	 They	 also	 can	 strategically	 use	 tools	 to	 determine	 which	 groups	 are	 not	
participating	and	then	target	those	people,	thereby	using	limited	resources	more	effectively.	For	
example,	if	an	online	tool	only	reaches	community	members	that	have	access	to	technology,	then	
developers	 and	 planners	 can	 use	 different	 engagement	 tools	 such	 as	 in-person	 surveys	 or	
community	meetings	to	target	the	specific	group	of	non-engaged	people.		
Cost	 savings	 can	 also	 be	 achieved	 using	 online	 tools.	 Research	 done	 by	 the	 Metro	
Nashville	Planning	Commission	on	cost	comparisons	of	various	engagement	processes	used	for	
their	APA	award-winning	NashvilleNext	project	shows	that	on	average	the	online	engagement	




a	 clear	 understanding	 of	 what	 the	 public	 wants.	 Overall,	 this	 improves	 the	 community	
engagement	process.	
	 However,	 there	 are	 still	 many	 barriers	 to	 incorporating	 these	 technologies.	 Most	
significantly,	local	governments	are	often	constrained	by	a	lack	of	staff	and	financing	to	support	
                                            









comprehension.	 Previous	 negative	 experiences	 resulting	 in	 mistrust	 or	 hostility	 towards	
government	can	also	limit	the	potential	of	these	tools12.		
Currently	 the	 field	 of	 online	 community	 engagement	 lacks	 a	 deeper	 exploration	 of	
community	needs	necessary	to	develop	these	tools.	Most	online	engagement	tools	are	not	built	
in	partnership	with	the	intended	users	or	in	response	to	their	pressing	concerns,	but	rather	are	
created	 as	 a	 one	 tool	 fits	 all	 engagement	 process.	 Some	 developers	 have	 recognized	 the	
complexity	of	development	process	stages	leading	to	the	creation	of	different	tools	designed	for	



















consider	 these	 potential	 negative	 outcomes	 when	 creating	 a	 mindset	 for	 community	
engagement	methods	and	using	digital	engagement	tools.	
By	building	a	mindset	for	how	best	to	use	online	engagement	tools,	the	field	can	achieve	
the	ultimate	goal	of	community	engagement	 --	giving	power	back	 to	 the	community13.	These	
tools	allow	the	broader	community	to	give	feedback	based	on	accurate	information	and	make	
informed	decisions	about	how	they	want	their	community	to	be	shaped	by	development.	This	












evaluate	 existing	 tools,	 such	 as	 peer	 networks	 and	 product	 reviews;	 (2)	 Developing	 the	
infrastructure	(data	policy,	technical	policy,	etc.)	required	to	support	many	civic	tech	solutions	
and	make	them	portable	between	cities;	and	(3)	creating	a	more	robust	marketplace	of	vendors	
providing	 civic	 tech	 product	 and	 services.14	 This	 research	 project	 focuses	 on	 the	 first	 step,	
creating	 a	 better	 way	 to	 evaluate	 existing	 tools	 as	 a	 means	 to	 share	 them	 with	 other	
communities.		
Given	the	nature	of	planning,	there	are	different	goals	to	be	achieved	through	community	
















the	 field.	 The	 three	 studies	 explore	 CoUrbanize,	 MetroQuest,	 and	 EngagingPlans;	 all	 well-
established	tools	used	throughout	the	planning	field.	They	also	meet	the	three	criteria	used	to	
define	an	online	engagement	tool	for	the	purpose	of	this	project:	(1)	the	tool	is	available	on	the	



























of	 the	 audience.	 For	 example,	 a	 planning	 process	 for	 a	 neighborhood	 versus	 a	 should	 use	
different	engagement	tools16.	The	neighborhood	processes	may	lead	to	consensus	building	while	
the	regional	process	may	attempt	to	address	concerns	about	impacts.	Smaller	audiences	might	




Highly	 customizable	 tools	 allow	 for	 planners	 to	 use	 tools	 at	 different	 stages	 of	 the	
engagement	process,	 using	 tools	more	 iteratively.	 For	example,	 some	 tools	may	be	better	 at	
collecting	data	about	community	members’	ideas	about	the	type	of	development	a	community	
might	 be	 considering	 in	 the	 earlier	 stages,	 while	 a	 different	 tool	 might	 be	 best	 for	 getting	
                                            
15 Attygalle, Lisa. Forward: How technology improves community engagement. Engage! 2015. Page 41 
16 Afzalan, N., Sanchez, T., Evans-Cowley, J. (2017). Creating Smarter Cities: Considerations for Selecting 
































accessible	 to	 everyone.	 The	 most	 important,	 and	 frequently	 incorporated,	 is	 language	
translation.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 enable	 community	 members	 to	 engage	 using	 their	 primary	
language.	Often	tools	can	incorporate	Google	translate,	or	a	similar	product,	that	automatically	



































bring	 technology	 into	 the	 field	of	 real	estate	development,	urban	planning,	and	construction,	
realizing	 these	 professionals	 didn’t	 have	 the	 resources	 to	 reach	 a	 broader	 and	 more	
representative	 audience	 online.	 Their	 goal	 is	 to:	 (1)	make	 project	 information	 easy	 to	 share,	
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campaigns,	 surveying	 and	 polling,	 targeted	 emailing,	 sentimental	 analysis,	 civic	 engagement,	
permitting	 and	 entitlement	 strategy,	 construction	 communication,	 social	 media	 and	 content	
creation.	While	the	tool	has	a	wide	range	of	services	that	it	offers,	the	project	page	template	is	




Each	 project	 page	 opens	 to	 a	 homepage	 that	 shows	 a	 slideshow	 of	 images	 including	
renderings,	site	plans,	and	current	conditions,	along	with	information	about	the	project	and	the	
developer.	Here,	participants	can	easily	learn	what	type	of	project	it	is	and	what	the	development	
includes	 (uses	and	scale).	Options	 to	 “comment	on	this	page,”	 “follow,”	or	 “share”	 the	project	
page	are	also	provided.	This	information	(Figure	1)	remains	at	the	top	of	the	page	as	participants	
explore	the	rest	of	the	project	website.	Below	this	title	section,	developers	have	the	option	to	
choose	 the	 type	 of	 information	 tabs	 they	 want	 to	 include	 such	 as	 info,	 updates,	 timelines,	
comments,	FAQs,	and	other	page	types.	These	tabs	work	as	a	way	to	organize	the	information	
the	developer	deems	important	to	share,	without	making	the	page	too	cluttered. The	info	tab	




The	 info	 tab	 is	 the	 most	 likely	 to	 become	 content	 heavy,	 but	 is	 arguably	 the	 most	
important	 tab	 for	 the	project	page	as	 it	 is	 the	 first	one	participants	will	 see.	Thus,	 it	must	be	








tab	 allows	 for	 developers	 to	 anticipate	 or	 respond	 to	 commonly	 asked	 questions	 about	 the	
project	and	make	their	stance	on	the	project	clear.	
The	process	for	public	participation	on	CoUrbanize	is	handled	through	the	comments	tab	









Facebook,	 indicating	 that	 other	 participants	 on	 the	 page	 support	 the	 comment	 that	 is	 being	
made.	 Flagging	 the	 post	 allows	 participants	 to	 report	 the	 comment	 if	 they	 think	 it	 is	
inappropriate.	 Sharing	 the	 post	 gives	 the	 participant	 a	 link	 to	 share	 it	 to	 other	 social	media	
platforms	such	as	Facebook,	Twitter,	Google	plus,	or	email.	Both	participants	and	the	developer	






















a	 choice	 of	 18	 languages;	 using	 Mapbox	 for	 information	 map	 graphics	 (widely	 used	 among	
websites	making	it	familiar	to	participants);	and	optimizing	the	platform	to	be	viewed	on	mobile	
devices	and	other	small	screens.	By	ensuring	that	participants	can	access	the	tool	easily	and	view	
the	 information	 in	ways	that	are	familiar	to	them,	the	tool	can	be	very	successful	 in	reaching	
more	participants.	The	tool’s	simplified	layout	for	all	projects	also	makes	it	successful	as	a	tool	
that	 participants	 can	 become	 comfortable	with	 using,	 perhaps	 increasing	 their	willingness	 to	
participate	in	other	projects	that	use	CoUrbanize.		
However,	there	is	debate	among	those	in	the	engagement	technology	field	that	having	to	














tool	 can	 accommodate,	 specifically	 in	 its	 community	 engagement	 capabilities.	With	 only	 two	
options	to	engage	the	public,	a	brief	survey	or	via	comments,	the	type	of	engagement	that	can	
be	done	 is	 seriously	 limited.	Community	members	may	be	 less	 inclined	to	use	a	product	 that	





CoUrbanize	states	 that	 their	partners	are	“building	better	projects	 faster”	by	using	the	
platform,	and	as	an	engagement	tool	 it	 is	successful	 in	sharing	information	and	responding	to	
questions	or	concerns	faster	and	for	less	money	than	they	would	at	traditional	meeting.	The	cost	















of	 participants,	 and	 collect	 informed	 and	 actionable	 public	 input.	 The	 tool	 is	 different	 from	
CoUrbanize	in	that	instead	of	building	a	project	page	to	share	information,	MetroQuest	works	as	
an	online	survey	collecting	targeted	information	to	be	used	in	the	development	of	a	project.	The	
platform	 is	 targeted	 for	 planning	 and	 government	 agencies	 to	 use	 during	 community	
engagement	processes.	MetroQuest	has	been	used	by	many	large	agencies	and	consulting	firms	
across	the	country,	making	it	one	of	the	leading	online	engagement	tools	on	the	market.		
MetroQuest	 was	 developed	 from	 a	 large,	 interdisciplinary	 research	 project	 at	 the	
University	of	British	Columbia	that	had	been	intended	to	serve	two	functions:	“leverage	back-
casting	 to	 help	 foster	 understanding	 of	 the	 sustainability	 of	 regional	 growth,	 and	 provide	 a	
vehicle	for	researching	the	effectiveness	and	utility	of	such	tools	and	techniques.”20		Since	then,	






and	Mike	Walsh,	members	of	 the	original	 research	 team,	 to	address	 the	needs	of	urban	and	
regional	planners	in	developing	long-range	plans,	MetroQuest	has	been	designed	to	educate	and	






and	 launch	 it	 to	 the	 public.	 The	 dashboard	 is	 then	 used	 to	
watch	data	come	in,	as	well	as	to	analyze	and	report	on	all	the	
public	 input.	 From	 the	 participants’	 view,	 MetroQuest	 is	 a	
project	 survey	 that	 contains	 a	 series	 of	 four	 to	 five	




of	 the	 development	 project.	 Figure	 3	 shows	 a	 list	 of	 all	 the	
standardized	 screens	 that	 can	 be	 combined	 to	make	 up	 the	
survey.		
	






Each	 project	 survey	 starts	 with	 a	 “Welcome”	 screen	 that	 opens	 to	 a	 window	 asking	
participants	to	take	a	moment	to	respond	to	the	survey	(Figure	4).	The	welcome	screen	could	
include	 details	 such	 as	 the	 title	 of	 the	 project,	 the	 agency	 sponsoring	 the	 survey,	 basic	



































MetroQuest	 claims	 that	 they	 have	 tools	 and	 techniques	 to	 identify	 and	 help	mitigate	 ballot	
stuffing	 in	 order	 to	 protect	 the	 integrity	 of	 the	 data	 results.	While	 the	 visual	 appearance	 of	
MetroQuest	is	clearly	dated	compared	to	other	modern	engagement	tools,	the	tool	always	looks	
the	same	across	different	projects,	making	the	participant	familiar	with	the	tool.		
In	 addition	 to	 the	 outdated	 appearance	 of	 the	 platform,	 MetroQuest	 also	 has	 the	
disadvantage	of	not	being	able	to	be	embedded	into	a	project	page.	This	means	that	in	order	to	








MetroQuest	 makes	 it	 very	 easy	 for	 planners	 to	 provide	 information	 and	 to	 collect	








events21.	 The	 tool	 seems	 to	have	an	excellent	balance	of	 customization,	allowing	planners	 to	
create	a	survey	that	fits	their	engagement	process,	while	also	remaining	familiar	to	participants	
across	different	projects.	As	 it	 is	already	widely	used,	MetroQuest	 is	a	very	 successful	 tool	 in	






Part	of	 the	Urban	 Interactive	Studio	 (UIS)	 that	specializes	 in	public	engagement	software	and	
consulting	 for	 public	 administration,	 planning,	 architecture,	 and	 engineering	 firms,	
EngagingPlans	is	an	online	engagement	tool	that	provides	interactive	project	website	pages	to	
help	 project	 teams	 effectively	 reach	 communities,	 share	 news	 and	 updates,	 and	 gather	
community	 input	 through	 a	 range	 of	 services.	 The	 platform	 allows	 for	 planners	 to	 create	
customizable	project	websites	 that	can	 include	various	 tools	 to	 share	 information	and	collect	










to	 build	 a	 project	website.	 It	 is	 similar	 to	 other	 common	website	 creation	 software,	 such	 as	
WordPress	 or	 Squarespace,	 except	 that	 is	 specifically	 designed	 for	 projects	 that	 involve	
community	engagement.		




there	 are	 features	 such	 as	 new	 updates,	 event	 timelines,	 document	 libraries,	 FAQs,	 email	
subscriptions,	social	media	links,	and	image	gallery.	To	collect	 input,	planners	can	deploy	idea	
walls,	 discussion	&	 comment	 sections,	 surveys,	 polls	 and	 instant	 results,	 and	draft	 document	
review.	 EngagingPlans	 also	 offers	 tools	 to	 curate	 and	 evaluate	 data	 by	 using	 content	
management	 systems,	 report	 builders	 and	 data	 exports,	 comment	 moderation	 options,	 and	
spam	filters.	Because	of	this	complete	customizability,	it	can	be	very	difficult	to	analyze	whether	
EngagingPlans	can	be	an	effective	tool	for	every	case.	




As	 the	 platform	 is	 highly	 flexible	 to	 fit	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 project,	 the	 tool	 is	 built	 around	 the	
engagement	process,	rather	than	making	the	engagement	process	fit	the	tool.	In	order	to	do	this	
however,	planners	must	know	exactly	what	they	want,	which	may	be	difficult	if	they	are	given	
too	many	 choices.	 EngagingPlans	 does	 offer	 IT	 support	 and	 training,	 therefore	 they	 can	help	
clients	build	their	project	websites	based	on	best	practices	for	website	design.	This	helps	to	make	
project	pages	more	visually	appealing.	The	tool	is	also	highly	feature-rich,	with	maps	and	surveys	








that	must	 be	 selected	 to	 find	 information.	 All	 these	 choices,	 and	 the	 seemingly	 unorganized	
nature	 of	 this	 website,	 are	 not	 appealing	 to	 community	 members	 who	 may	 become	
overwhelmed	by	all	the	information	and	frustrated	when	they	can’t	make	sense	of	it.		
Some	pages	are	well	organized	though,	such	as	the	Facility	Master	Plan	for	the	Denver	
Zoo24.	 This	 project	 website	 is	 a	 single	 page,	 and	 as	 participants	 scroll	 down	 they	 start	 to	









their	 name	 and	 email.	 This	 project	 pages	 shows	 the	 importance	 of	 process	 design	 and	 how	
information	is	shared	in	order	to	capture	the	attention	of	an	audience.		
Another	weakness	 to	EngagingPlans	 is	 that	planners	are	able	 to	moderate	 comments,	
giving	them	the	option	to	proactively	review	and	approve	comments	before	they	are	live	on	the	
site.	 If	 planners	 prevent	 negative	 comments	 from	getting	 onto	 the	 site,	 it	 can	 lead	 to	 public	
mistrust	 if	 the	 public	 believes	 their	 comments	 are	 being	 censured.	 This	 practice	 is	 generally	
frowned	upon	for	online	engagement	tools	because	 it	creates	a	major	barrier	between	those	
running	the	engagement	process	and	those	who	are	participating.	This	is	not	the	standard	setting	
for	comment	pages	however,	so	 it	 is	 the	responsibility	of	the	planner	or	developer	to	choose	
whether	to	use	this	option	or	not.		
EngagingPlans	 is	certainly	useful	as	an	engagement	tool	as	 it	 increases	 the	capacity	of	









engagement	 tools	 that	 share	 important	project	 information	as	well	 as	 encourage	 community	
participation.	 However,	 the	 three	 tools	 have	 very	 different	 functionalities	 giving	 them	 very	
different	strengths,	weaknesses,	and	effectiveness	in	community	engagement.	While	CoUrbanize	
offers	 a	 standard	 format	 that	 allows	 for	 familiarity	 along	 community	 projects	 and	 provides	
coherent	project	information,	it	lacks	in-depth	community	engagement	and	may	be	more	useful	
for	 project	 framing.	 MetroQuest	 has	 a	 highly	 customizable	 platform	 that	 remains	 within	 a	
standard	 framework	 and	 has	 excellent	 data	 collection	 capabilities,	 yet	 the	 appearance	 is	
outdated	 and	 it	 cannot	 stand	 alone	 in	 a	 community	 engagement	 process.	 EngagingPlans	

















3. Navigation	 and	 appearance	 of	 a	 tool	must	 be	well	 designed	 in	 order	 to	 engage	with	
participants	 and	 not	 create	 barriers	 to	 participation.	 Tools	 that	 are	 unorganized,	 text	
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This User Guide for Online Community Engagement Tools has been developed for 
practitioners hoping to utilize these tools to enhance their community engagement 
processes. The following sections outline the terms and methodology categories that 
were used to describe and organize the tools. 
There are five groups of tools: surveys, website builders, budget simulators, 
message boards, and mappings. Each grouping contains a chart for each tool that 
outlines the analysis of that tool. It is recommended that practioners take time to think 
about the type of information they hope to gather through the community engagement 
process and then decide the type of tool that will best help them collect that information.  
This analysis emphasizes opportunities for engagement, and therefore tools were 
selected based on the quality of their engagement abilities. Each tool has different 
strengths and weaknesses that should be considered when deciding among them. 
Practioners should also consider the best practices outlined in the research that 































Available	IT	Support	 Yes/No - Type/Costs	associated	

































tool.	 This	 category	 will	 allow	 for	 an	 explanation	 of	 the	 ease	 of	 navigation,	
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